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Abstract 
The present paper aims to examine the prospects for sustainability transitions in Arab-Islamic countries. Starting from the 
analysis of the activities performed by the various constellations of social movements for sustainability in Egypt, it will be 
demonstrated that: (a) the formation of ‘eco-citizens’ occurs through a daily-based and active grassroots participation in political 
and social struggles related to sustainability issues; (b) the so-called Value-based Social Movements (VSMs) are acting as new 
social forces capable of participating in decision-making processes and suggesting sound policy solutions to environmental 
degradation, unsustainable modes of production and consumption, socio-economic injustices and inequalities. 
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1. Introduction 
The available academic literature on social movements for sustainability in the MENA region yields significant 
insights into the unexpected wave of political contestation and social mobilization sparked across the Arab-Islamic 
countries after the popular uprisings of 2011. This new field of research urges contemporary scholars to reassert the 
need for a thorough analysis of collective action (Touraine, 2004). Therefore, on the one hand, as observed by 
Sandra Villumsen (2012), a preliminary focus on ‘new social movements theories’ might help situate most, if not 
all, sustainability struggles in their political, socio-economic and cultural contexts. On the other hand, it is also 
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fruitful to wonder whether the social and cultural mechanisms in motion during (post-)revolutionary phases could 
have opened real opportunities for sustainability-oriented collective action. This may in particular be the case with 
social movements that are not deliberately engaged in political action. These so-called ‘Value-based Social 
Movements’ (VSMs), i.e. dynamic and multi-dimensional movements “conducting defensive, non-strategic social 
action that are normally not recognized as having a transformative potential” (Villumsen, 2012, p. 7), can 
nonetheless be regarded as powerful social arrangements; indeed, they actually mobilize ordinary citizens to craft 
and support shared ecological ideals that are not necessarily associated, at least in the first place, with defined 
strategies. These embedded ideals motivate both individuals and communities to act on values that are important for 
their collective welfare and to realize them in social structures (Villumsen, 2012, p. 10). ‘Eco-citizens’ usually just 
need to pursue their own well-being and to face immediate ecological, social and economic problems in their 
everyday lives; in other words, people might not be concerned with sustainability as an intended social goal 
(Thompson, 2010). In fact, the strength of these VSMs simply resides in their participants’ readiness to individually 
and collectively construct lived alternatives in order to improve their respective communities (Hassanein, 2003, p. 
79). 
Unlike some social movements that are currently acting on behalf of the ‘sustainability agenda’ (e.g., 
environmental movements), VSMs gather common people to proactively create autonomous social structures based 
on rethinking lifestyles, symbols and value base (Melucci, 1985; Scott, 1990). The leaders of these movements 
always keep in mind the possibility of suggesting innovative policy and institutional configurations. The activities 
generally performed by social movements for sustainability, which mostly rely on an open and communal 
knowledge platform, call people into action. The unintended consequences of these processes of localized collective 
action may then activate a social trigger and bring about structural transformations towards a sustainable life for this 
and future generations (Villumsen, 2012, pp. 10−11). 
Contentious politics and its broad array of actors are setting the stage for sustainability transitions in Egypt and in 
other Arab-Islamic countries as well (Beinin and Vairel, 2011). The explosion and proliferation of social 
mobilization, although violently repressed by regimes and ‘deep state’ systems, have prompted the public to directly 
engage in many policy arenas — including environmental policy-making, which will be the further focus of this 
paper — formerly controlled by state and governmental authorities (Sowers, 2013, p. 155). As a matter of fact, all 
“protests about environmental issues are also political and social claims about rights, access, livelihoods and power” 
(Sowers, 2013, p. 1). In a context of serious environmental degradation, however, the public role of VSMs is 
becoming even more crucial because these movements silently engage in the collective fight against political and 
socio-economic injustices. 
This paper is structured as follows. Section 2 will illustrate the ecological crisis facing the Middle East and North 
Africa, with particular attention paid to Egypt as a case study. Section 3 will spell out two examples of VSMs in the 
Egyptian scene. Section 4 will attempt to discuss the potential role of Islamic environmental beliefs and values as 
motivational resources for rethinking human attitudes towards the natural world. Finally, Section 5 will conclude 
with a brief assessment of the ongoing opportunities and barriers that social movements for sustainability are 
encountering while walking the pathways of sustainability. 
2. Ecological challenges in Egypt and the Middle East 
As all countries of the MENA region, Egypt is facing serious ecological challenges related to its extreme 
vulnerability to environmental threats and risks due to anthropogenic and physical climate change impacts (IPCC, 
2007; EEAA, 2010). Climate change, climate-related hazards and physical sources of vulnerability appear to be 
fundamental stressors that are partly responsible for fostering social tensions, low-level conflicts (riots, strikes, etc.) 
and political upheavals (Kibreab, 1997). 
Land is getting less available and increasingly unproductive; the rural and urban small-holders are lacking the 
minimum power to influence public decision-making regarding the management of natural resources on which their 
livelihoods depend. Low and middle-income farmers who have little or no capital to invest in land productivity are 
dismissed by land owners and then forced to migrate. Since the 1970s the Egyptian state authorities have adopted 
liberalizing laws and regulations aimed at the expulsion of peasants from agricultural lands (land evictions) and 
housing evacuations in urban areas (Kisk and Sakr, 2009, p. 1). Nowadays, farmers are suffering from inadequate 
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wages so that they cannot pay for essential needs and services (food, health, education, housing, transportation). In 
many slums and suburban areas children are obliged to leave school to work and female workers are overexploited. 
The concentration of land in the hands of medium and large agricultural capitalists and the liberalized prices of 
production requirements (seeds, fertilizers, etc.), loan interest rates and agricultural land rents are condemning 
peasants to dire poverty. Hundreds of thousands people have lost secure agricultural land tenures after being 
expelled and displaced, while others have to cope with the growing prices of agricultural inputs. All this, and more, 
in light of the general rise in the prices of goods and services (Kisk and Sakr, 2009). 
Inequality and lack of wealth redistribution are dramatically dampening the quality of life. A weak policy answer 
is the sole response to a generalized claim for a more inclusive and participatory governance. Of course, the latter 
would strengthen the political-institutional capacity to tackle environmental depletion and adapt to socio-ecological 
change. Moreover, national political élites are essentially interested in fighting the capital flee and ensuring foreign 
investments inflow recovery, whereas local communities are looking at “the law, both international and domestic, as 
the means of remedying historical disempowerment” (Natarajan, 2012, n.p.). 
From 2011 onwards, Egyptian protesters had been asking for an end to this public wealth thievery. They had 
made a plea for transparency, accountability, punishment and remedy (ibid.). Day-to-day struggles for food, jobs, 
security and dignity eventually sparked off riots in Tahrir Square. The ubiquitous chant “nurīd isqāt an-nizām” 
(“we want the fall of the regime”) was equal to say ‘down with the savage privatization system which has benefited 
only a few people’. The Egyptian citizens taking to the streets called for a sustainable access, use, management and 
protection of environmental and natural resources by invoking a fair sharing of the benefits arising from them. In the 
Egyptian public opinion, state oligarchies were held responsible for the gradual health and life-quality deterioration 
as a direct consequence of a massive ‘theft’ of financial and natural resources (Abdel Raouf, 2011). Thus, it was not 
a coincidence that the 2011 protests propagated from the industrial town of Mahalla al-Kubra, home of many of the 
country’s main textile mills. 
As Hosni Mubarak’s development agenda aimed at “fostering private sector-led growth combined with the 
modernization of the Egyptian economy and its integration into the global economy” (AfDB, 2009, p. 1), the 
country’s government, at that time ruled by the National Democratic Party (NDP), launched respectively the Fifth 
and Sixth Five-Year National Development Plans (NDP5 2002/03-2006/07 and NDP6 2007/08-2011/12) in full 
accordance to the Egypt’s Long-Term Development Vision 2022 (AfDB, 2009). Similar development plans were 
implemented in the previous decade (1996-2006), when the Egyptian President promoted the design of new cities in 
desert areas, whose territory was preventively reclaimed for resettling millions of Egyptians beyond the narrow Nile 
Valley. The Egyptian Ministry of Housing, Utilities, and Urban Communities around Greater Cairo supported the 
construction of new large cities as pivotal centres for industry and services. Some of these cities were developed to 
enhance agribusiness, such as Al-Mahalla Al-Kubra and El-Mansoura, others were established as hubs for 
transportation services and ports, such as Suez and Port Said, while a third group was intended for recreational 
purposes and tourism promotion, such as Sharm El-Sheikh, Hurghada and Luxor. 
In addition to the illegal squatting cases in the Greater Cairo Region, the so-called New Towns were built in vast 
desert areas just outside the Nile Valley (Kipper and Fischer, 2009, p. 23). Being “unaffordable for the majority of 
Egyptians” (Kipper and Fischer, 2009, p. 15), and especially for poor and low-income families, most satellite 
settlements had their own facilities and industrial zones, but they faced many accessibility problems (they were 
located in remote areas, at a considerable distance from the job opportunities of the Egyptian core cities), somewhat 
aggravated by the lack of essential services. Since the Sadat period, public housing projects had been designed for 
low population densities without predicting the increasing ratio of national population growth or uncontrolled 
urbanization trends. Therefore, the expected decrease in the loss of agricultural land to urbanization as part of the 
national government’s activities for climate change adaptation was not accomplished at all. In sum, the New Towns 
experiment is indicative not only of how such delocalization and resettlement measures have resulted to be 
unsustainable but above all of how the centralized and statist developmental models that are presently moulding 
Egypt’s political economy are doomed as an environmental and social policy failure. 
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3. Social movements for sustainability in Egypt: an emergent phenomenon 
Contemporary Egypt, like most of Arab-Islamic countries, has seen a growing number of VSMs whose eco-
activists and eco-communities are demanding their rights to a greener and sustainable future. Nawaya (which in 
Arabic has the compounded meanings of seed, nucleus and intention) is an Egyptian permaculture movement that 
was inspired by the Revolution. Established in 2011 and incubated under the Cairo-based NGO Nahdet el-
Mahrousa, Nawaya promotes ‘eco-justice’ through a pro-poor development model that ensures sustainable land use 
and agriculture. The pedagogic centre of Nawaya is directed by a group of young, professional ‘eco-citizens’ who 
started this “not-for-profit green business focusing on ensuring sustainable agricultural systems, as the core driver 
for productive communities that flourish from the bottom-up” (Nahdet el-Mahrousa, n.d.). This organization designs 
and implements educational curricula for rural development and farming learning programs in synergy with their 
recipient communities (‘co-creation’). 
Shifting for a moment from the Egyptian countryside to Cairo’s urban landscape, one can bump into Tadamun, 
the Cairo Urban Solidarity Initiative (“solidarity” in Arabic). This initiative for urban solidarity was established in 
Cairo in 2012 by Kareem Ibrahim, architect, planner and co-founder of the Takween Integrated Community 
Development, and Diane Singerman, Associate Professor in the Department of Government, School of Public 
Affairs, at American University (Washington, D.C.). Among its various activities, Tadamun has recently promoted 
an eco-constitutional campaign to familiarize citizens with a set of urban planning policies and environmental rights 
(Tadamun, n.d.). The two above-mentioned movements address specific sustainability problems that are, 
respectively, land degradation/agricultural crisis (Nawaya) and unplanned urbanization (Tadamun). Yet, in spite of 
the diversity of their thematic, organizational and policy approaches to socio-ecological change, I would consider 
them as VSMs. They are both non-political, committed to eco-ethical values, with a marked focus on environmental 
education and learning, community empowerment and resilience. 
Furthermore, a striking feature of these new social movements is their generational identity. Young people 
constitute the bulk of the activists involved in sustainability-oriented actions; their learning capacities, expertise and 
transnational networking activities are vital and essential aspects for guaranteeing the very existence and uniqueness 
of such social movements. It is for these reasons that we may observe in the coming years that young generations of 
‘eco-citizens’ will be agents of positive social change in Egypt and in many other countries of the region. By using 
new technologies and social media platforms as important tools that help them direct and organize eco-initiatives, 
campaigns, marches and protests, young activists: (a) initiate and frame their field of action; and (b) take the lead in 
mobilizing older generations for the sake of sustainability. My claim is that further empirical studies will (hopefully) 
allow scholarly researchers to trace out the underlying values that assist people in forging a ‘green identity’ and 
motivate committed eco-communities to push for sustainability transitions in their respective countries. 
4. Do ‘eco-Islamic’ beliefs and values have a motivational role to play in social movements for sustainability? 
VSMs might be either profoundly inspired or indirectly influenced by the religious beliefs and values of their 
participants. Religion does not simply belong to a metaphysical and separated realm but it actually interacts with 
science, society and public policy. Religion is somehow connected to the global claims for human ecological 
responsibility (Bauman et al., 2011) since it “builds boundaries, facilitates the formation of community, and reflects 
values and beliefs that are tied in significant ways to cultural mores and behaviours” (Johnston, 2013, p. 20). As 
Lucas Johnston puts it, religion may become “a therapeutic tool to negotiate identity, community and belonging in 
contemporary societies” whenever the affective power of religion-resembling cultural features is employed in the 
name of sustainability (Johnston, 2013, p. 23). This original way of approaching both religious and sustainability 
issues opens up new opportunities for understanding how the nature of socio-cultural relations has indeed an impact 
on individual and collective behaviors and choices (Atran et al., 2002; Johnston, 2013). 
Some of the most severe environmental degradation is found in oil- and gas-based Muslim majority-countries 
whose governments essentially conform to the mainstream patterns of development and economic growth. For the 
Islamic tradition, like all religious traditions, functions both as a conservator of continuity and as an agent of social 
change, the problem being addressed here relates to the social and political mechanisms through which the eco-
Islamic worldview may or may not have a motivational role to play in mobilizing ‘eco-citizens’. On the one side, 
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eco-Islamic views and religious experiences might guide Muslim-majority societies to interpret and respond to 
sustainability problems. On the other side, eco-Islam retains some problematic dimensions (intolerance, dogmatism, 
conservatism) that may prevent socio-ecological transitions. 
The eco-Islamic worldview draws on a peculiar environmental ethics that “provides a rich and meaningful 
account of the relationship between God, humans and nature and speak to the major philosophical questions raised 
by environmental ethicists today, i.e. the intrinsic value of nature” (Abedi-Sarvestani and Shavali, 2008, p. 6). 
Following Johnston’s line of argument, the ‘eco-Islamic logic’ has three main dimensions: (1) ecological 
balance/stewardship: restoring ecosystems, rescuing plant and animal regimes; (2) social justice: caring for the poor, 
charity-giving, social advocacy; (3) economic restructuring: revising methods of economic exchange, production 
and consumption (Johnston, 2013, p. 24). 
The expression ‘Greening Islam’ alludes to an Islamic perception of sustainability that is based on a set of core 
principles and/or goals, such as public ownership of resources; cooperation and mutual sharing of natural resources 
as ways to cement human solidarity and promote social interest; complaint of excessive consumption and waste; 
condemnation of a moral conduct that is contrary to the simplicity of life; fight against the pollution of natural 
resources (air, water, soil, etc.) (Iqbal, 2005; Schwencke, 2012). Moderation, balance and preservation of God’s 
gifts are central values for eco-Muslims. They believe in the importance of sustainable lifestyles and seek to resist 
the infringement of present and future generations’ rights to a safe and healthy environment. According to the same 
view, the promotion of a new model of resource redistribution may offer to each national society the necessary 
legitimacy not only to develop the ‘right’ institutions, but also to establish a fair and efficient economic system that 
will be capable of meeting the essential needs of its human and non-human members. 
Although the presence of spiritual aspects in environmental advocacy initiatives could make a difference in the 
analysis of sustainability-oriented collective action, it remains a fact that an increasing number of VSMs continues 
to emerge both in non-Muslim-majority countries (Europe, USA, Canada) and in Asian-Pacific countries where 
Muslim eco-communities are already flourishing. It is still unclear, however, whether and how the eco-Islamic 
worldview could be actually supportive of sustainability-oriented social mobilizations in some MENA countries, 
Egypt included. Nevertheless, I would not quickly rule out the possibility that social movements for sustainability in 
the MENA region could overtly or implicitly stick to the Islamic juridical and eco-ethical traditions. 
5. Conclusion 
The mobilized communities of the Arab-Islamic world are increasingly demanding their ‘green’ rights under the 
influence of NGOs, opposition political parties, social movements for indigenous, civil and human rights, and so on 
(Sowers, 2013, p. 8). The participatory nature of these new social relations dictates that all global commons (e.g., 
land, water, food, education, culture, etc.) should be put at the core of an empowerment process according to which 
individuals and social groups have the full right to claim the recognition of the inalienable essence of the commons 
themselves. Under this self-governing autonomous system, the common good goes beyond the sum of individual 
goods and each citizen is thus asked to imagine and realize alternative patterns of ecological and human 
development. Eco-communities are getting ready for this constituent process that involves, for example, 
environmental and labour movements and organizations. However, some emerging VSMs are already substantially 
contributing to the rising tide of social mobilization for sustainability. In addition, nothing excludes that eco-Islamic 
beliefs and values could get public legitimation or impinge on socio-ecological activism in the MENA region. In any 
case, the deliberative democratic practices and the inclusive policy-making and policy-delivery systems that are 
often advocated by social movements for sustainability may increase chances of long-term success in environmental 
policy-making (Johnston, 2013; Held, 2014). 
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